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THE OPERATION OF LOCAL BUS SERVICES OUTSIDE LONDON 
Consultation paper issued by the Department of Transport 

1. It is now over 6 years since local bus services outside London were 
deregulated under the Transport Act 1985. This radical change has 
brought a number of clear advantages : 

the costs of bus operation have been reduced by more than a third 
in real terms; 

84 per cent of bus mileage is run on a commercial basis; 

- the cost to local authorities of subsidising, local services has 
been reduced by more than half in real terms; 

there has been an increase in innovation - for instance in the use 
of smaller vehicles; 

there has been an increase of 20 per cent in bus mileage. 

2 . But some concerns have been expressed about some aspects of the 
operation of the deregulated market. In particular: 

the frequency with which timetables change, making it more 
difficult to provide full and up to date information for the 
travelling public; 

unsatisfactory arrangements _ for providing information in some 
areas ; 

- the bunching of services by competing operators on busy routes and 
the possible effect of this on road congestion. 

3. The health of the bus industry is vital to the future provision of 
transport services in both urban and rural areas . Now that the industry 
and the travelling public have had several years' experience of the new 
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arrangements and plans are being made to extend deregulation to London, 
the Department considers that the time is right for a further look at 
the detailed operation of the system. This consultation paper therefore 
sets out for discussion the main issues on which the present 
arrangements have been criticised and where some change to the present 
arrangements may be desirable. The case for change would need to be 
judged by the benefits (and costs) to: 

passengers 
- operators 

local authorities. 

Information for bus passengers 

4. One of the main criticisms expressed about deregulation is that it 
has made it more difficult for passengers to obtain information on bus 
services, given the number of different operators providing such 
services. It is clearly in each operator's interest to provide 
information on its own services, to the extent that it judges the costs 
of so doing to be worthwhile in terms of attracting and retaining 
passengers. But operators are unlikely to wish to cooperate with each 
other in providing information on all their services, any more than do 
competitors in other markets. Local authorities have powers to produce 
information covering all operators' services, and many do so, but if 
they do not then actual and prospective passengers must seek information 
from individual operators. 

5. There is little hard evidence on the extent to which the provision 
of information (or the lack of it) affects bus patronage. The 
Department has therefore commissioned research into the types of 
information which passengers find most valuable, and the effects (if 
any) on patronage of variations in information provision. In the light 
of this research (which will be completed in spring 1994), the 
Department will consider whether to issue a guidance note to local 
authorities. 
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6. In the meantime views are invited on whether the provision of 
information to passengers is adequate at present and, if not, how this 
might be improved. Where changes are proposed, consultees should 
attempt to estimate their effects both on local authorities and on 
operators, including the effects on costs. 

Registration of local services 

7. The registration of local services is at present the basis for the 
provision of information. Bus operators who wish to provide a local 
service, or to vary an existing service, must register particulars with 
the Traffic Commissioner giving 42 days' notice. There are also 
provisions for shortening this period of notice in certain 
circumstances, at the discretion of the Traffic Commissioner. This 
system replaced the previous system of road service licensing, under 
which existing operators could object to others who wished to provide 
new services, and has increased the flexibility of operators to offer 
services which meet the changing needs of passengers. Registration 
enables the Traffic Commissioners to check that operators are providing 
the services that passengers are expecting, and enables local 
authorities to decide whether to invite tenders for other services. 
There have, however, been some complaints that such a short period of 
notice encourages frequent changes to timetables and that this 

instability is inconvenient to the public and discourages potential 

/ 

users of buses. In addition, frequent changes can cause problems for 
local authorities in deciding what services to put out to tender and in 
providing co-ordinated timetable information. 

T 

8. The 42 days' registration period has been reviewed twice before. 
On both occasions it was concluded that the 42 days' notice period 
represented a reasonable balance between flexibility and stability. The 
proponents of change argue that benefits would flow from restricting new 
registrations or variations to particular days in the year (for example, 
every fourth Saturday or once a quarter) or simply by increasing the 
length of time between the registration of a variation and its coming 
into effect to perhaps 90 days. On the other hand operators argue that 
any further restrictions on adjusting services to meet changing needs 
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risks disadvantaging passengers, first because where passengers' needs 
themselves change operators should be able to respond quickly, and 
second because such restrictions are likely to result in additional 
costs for the operators which will feed through to the passenger by way 
of increased fares or decreased service levels. 

9. The Department would nevertheless welcome further views on whether 
any changes to the existing arrangements are desirable, and, if so, what 
the costs of any such changes might be. In particular, there may be a 
case for applying different periods to registration of new services, 
amendments of existing services and withdrawals. A reduction in the 
period for registering new services . for example, would enable operators 
to respond more quickly to changes in demand and to the actions of 
competitors. Conversely reducing the period for giving notice of 
withdrawal might cause difficulties in cases where local authorities 
wished to ensure the continuation of the service concerned by letting a 
contract for a tendered service. Limiting the occasions on which 
registered services could be withdrawn might introduce more stability 
into the system. Changes in the registration periods could be made by 
amending the relevant regulations and would not require legislation. 

10. More general views on the system would also be welcome, including 
whether the requirement to register services should continue to apply at 
all or whether it might be replaced by a requirement to provide up-to- 
date timetable information either direct to the public or to the local 
authority for use in any all-operator publication. Any changes to the 
basic requirement to register services would require legislation. 



Travelcards and other forms of joint ticketing 

11. Multi-operator and multi-mode tickets have been introduced in a 
number of areas and seem to be popular with passengers. Operators are 
free to participate in such schemes if they wish provided that they do 
not restrict their ability to compete by doing so. The Department is 
discussing with the operators in London how these arrangements should 
work after bus deregulation there. The Government's key concern is to 
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ensure that individual operators are not unfairly excluded from a multi- 
operator ticketing agreement. The Government therefore intends in its 
legislation on the deregulation of buses in London to give operators a 
right of appeal if they feel that they are being unfairly barred from 
participating in travelcard schemes or are not permitted to participate 
on fair terms. Views are invited on whether there should be a similar 
provision for a right of appeal outside London. 



Congestion in city centres 

12. It has been suggested that in some city centres the number of bus 
services operated has significantly increased congestion, particularly 
during peak hours. Traffic Commissioners have powers under s7 of the 
Transport Act 1985 to impose traffic regulation conditions where they 
think these are needed to prevent danger to road users or reduce severe 
traffic congestion. The recent use of these powers in Sheffield is the 
subject of an appeal to the Secretary of State. Whatever the outcome of 
that particular case, views are invited on whether bus services are 
contributing significantly to traffic congestion in particular areas 
and, if so, on appropriate solutions. 

Parking at bus stops 

13. The difficulties caused by parking at bus stops have been raised 
with the Department. Enforcement of parking controls is a matter for 
the police. Over the next few years, first in London and then 
elsewhere, as the changes in the Road Traffic Act 1991 take effect 
local authorities will be able to designate Special Parking Areas, 
within which they will take over responsibility for parking enforcement 
generally, including at bus stops. It is for individual local 
authorities to decide whether they wish to take on these powers: and 
there is no requirement for them to do so. Views are invited on whether 
parking at bus stops causes serious difficulties to bus operators and 
passengers, and, if so, on appropriate solutions. 
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Tendering regulations 



14. The current tendering system for non commercial services appears to 
work well. There is, however, one aspect of the present arrangements 
which may need reviewing. Provision is made for local authorities to 
award small contracts to operators without going out to tender. The 
present "de minimis" limits (set in March 1989) are £8,000 per contract 
and £40,000 a year for any one operator. In setting the limits a 
balance has to be struck between the benefits of competition and the 
cost involved in tendering for small extensions to services. After 4 
years, and in the light of experience, there may be a case for 
increasing these limits. Views are invited on whether these limits 
should be increased; if so, what the new limits should be; and on the 
effects of any increase both on local authorities and on operators, 
including the effects on costs. Whatever the limits, it is of course 
open to local authorities to seek tenders for contracts below the limit 
if they think this would be beneficial in obtaining value for money. 
Views are also invited on whether any changes which would simplify 
tendering procedures should be made. 

Fuel Duty Rebate penalty 

15. Section 111 of the Transport Act 1985 provides that, when a Traffic 
Commissioner is satisfied that a bus operator has failed to operate a 
local registered service, he may make a determination to that effect and 
the operator is then required to repay to the Department an amount equal 
to 20% of the fuel duty rebate paid in respect of all services operated 
within the previous 3 months . As there is no discretion to impose a 
smaller penalty, the financial impact of the rebate penalty on a major 
operator can be large. 

16. An alternative would be to enable the fuel duty rebate penalty to 
be related directly to the actual services or routes which were found 
not to be operating in accordance with their registrations. Any such 
change would require legislation. It would not be appropriate for the 
Traffic Commissioner to exercise any discretion over the imposition of 
a penalty of this nature. The formula set out in legislation could 
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relate the scope of the penalty to the magnitude of the offence 
committed. This might be achieved, for example, by requiring a refund 
of an amount equal to all the fuel duty rebate for one month or for the 
previous year (or any period in between), or some predefined percentage 
of that amount, but in respect only of the particular service or route 
a! fault. The formula might also take account of the size of the 
operator. Views are invited on whether a change on these lines would be 

justified; if so, on the most appropriate form of penalty; and on the 
costs of any such penalty. 

Conclusion 

17. The Department would welcome views specifically on the matters 

outlined above. But if respondents wish to make other proposals on 
aspects of the 1985 Transport Act and its associated regulations, they 
are free to do so. Wherever possible they are requested to give an 
assessment of the costs involved to operators of complying with such 
changes. It is the Government ' s policy that all departments must 
prepai e an assessment of the likely costs to business of complying with 
new or amended regulations . More details are in the Department of Trade 
and Industry's booklet “Checking the cost to business: a guide to 

compliance cost assessment.” 

18. Replies should be sent to Buses and Taxis Division, Department of 
Iransport , Room SI 5/ 08 , 2 Marsham Street , London SW1P 3EB not later than 

30 June 1993 . They will be treated as public responses unless they are 
marked "confidential". 



Buses and Taxis Division 
Department of Transport 
24 March 1993 
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